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Contiguous or border languages have a complex nature and still lack a sci-
entific and shared definition. Numerous documents, recommendations, and
frameworks encourage European border areas – which represent 40 of the
territory in the Union and concern 30 of the European population – to intro-
duce or enhance the teaching of neighbouring languages fromnursery school
through to university. This article will provide a reflection on the difficulty of
building an overview of teaching neighbouring languages in European coun-
tries. It will also present a few successful cross-border neighbouring languages
teaching projects and conclude by asserting the importance and urgency of
beginning a scientific debate on the denomination of border languages and
on national and European linguistic policies.
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Introduction

Contiguous or border languages are characterisedby theirmultidimensional
nature, lack of scientific definition in the field of applied linguistics (Cavaion
2016), and consequently by their challenging identificationwithin education-
al language policies and procedures within each European country. This arti-
clewill focus on the aspectsmost closely connected to educational language
policies.
Starting from a reflection on the sociolinguistic nature of contiguous

or border languages and proceeding with an analysis of European doc-
uments that discuss the importance of their teaching, we will guide the
reader towards a reflection on the current difficulty of creating a teaching
framework for these European languages. However, the examples of cross-
border didactic-methodological projects – specifically on theDutch-Belgian-
German, French-German and Italian-Slovenian borders – that we will de-
scribe, will show and significantly emphasise the best qualities in teaching
contiguous or border languages, which are shown (European Commission
2017) to be effective tools for economic and social growth.
It will conclude by asserting the importance and urgency of beginning
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a scientific debate on the denomination of border languages and national
language policies dedicated to them, identifying this type of education, and
mostly its distribution and the sharing of it, as concrete action for the de-
velopment of active citizenship and intercultural sensitivity development, as
well as in the fight against neo-nationalism that has defined Europe over the
last decade.

Contiguous or Border Languages: A Difficult (Missing) Definition

As their name suggests, contiguous languages are spoken in geographical-
ly close, neighbouring territories. In the field of linguistics, contiguous lan-
guages are being studied in the framework of contact linguistics. There, the
focus is set on phenomena such as language contamination, interference
and calque, often in studies related to bilingualismandmultilingualism. Con-
tiguous languages are linked to the concept of sprachbund (Trubetzkoy 1923;
1930) namely a linguistic area, interpreted as the area where geographical-
ly adjacent languages converge, and that show structural similarities not al-
ways or not at all dependent on their degree of kinship with related lan-
guages. Linguistic areas are not, in any case, linguistically, socially, and his-
torically uniform (Thomason 2000). These studies, however, are not followed
by any reflection on education or language policy.
It is indeed important to consider that in Europe, in most cases, what we

define here as ‘border languages’ corresponds to the languages of the so-
called national minorities, in other words languages of linguistic communi-
ties that, for historical reasons (mostly wars), were divided from their kin na-
tion, consequently finding themselves straddling two national territories in
accordance with rules ratified by international treaties that defined their ter-
ritoriality and protection, thus becoming, de facto, transnational languages
with very different functions and characteristics in the society they belong
to, due to their historical journey and the related local language policies
(Williams 1991; Klatt 2013; Cavaion 2016).
Border languages, in the context of national minorities, belong in amean-

ingful way to communities which can benefit from schools using their own
language of instruction. The issue instead becomes clear in the relationship
with the majority community which sets up teaching of those languages in
its own schools, not following international laws that oblige its presence, but
following local language policies that are often the real and direct product
of policies that are varyingly inclined and varyingly sensitive to understand-
ing and promoting the importance of teaching the language of the national
minority within the majority community.
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This is why contiguous or border languages, when taught inmajority com-
munity schools, are often identified by the name of the language of the
neighbouring country. For instance, in Italy in the border area with France,
‘Insegnamento della lingua francese/French language teaching;’ in France, at
the border with Germany ‘Enseignement de la langueallemande/German lan-
guage teaching.’ As a result of this, they do not give any clues as to what
their role and function is in the area, and sometimes come with mislead-
ing information. This can be seen in the case of Slovenian language teach-
ing in Italian-medium schools, in the province of Trieste, where it is defined
as ‘Teaching of Slovenian as a foreign language [European]’ (Cavaion 2018).
This is contrary to Italian language teaching in the Slovenian coastal area,
at present defined as ‘Teaching of Italian as a second language,’ where it as-
sumes both themeaning of the language of the territory and the neighbour-
ing country.
Therefore, the denomination of border languages in the areas where they

are spoken lacks a definition of that language’s role and function in relation
to the territory that hosts (or is inhabited by) that language, the relationship
with which the choice should therefore depend upon, according to Europe
(European Commission 2017), of making such teaching useful, alongside the
linguistic customs of its citizens. In fact, in the neutrality of categorising this
type of instruction cannot be demonstrated if they take into consideration a
distinction between standard language and eventual regional variety which
proves tobe functional in the local society. That is, fromaneutral categorising
we cannot understand whether local language educational policy assumes
the responsibility of meeting the needs of ‘a border community’ and if an
open dialogue with the users is promoted for co-creation of definitions of
border language education which we would hope for.
If the lack of a shared denomination for contiguous or border languages in

the field of applied linguistics and in the local educational language policies
in the border regions is unhelpful to the research, the study of documen-
tation related to their development by the European Union is, on the other
hand, enlightening.

Contiguous or Border Languages: Old andNewReferences fromEurope

The European Council and European Commission declare contiguous or bor-
der languages as a ‘category,’ denominating themasneighbouring languages,
stressing their important transnational function (Council of Europe 2005).
Europe has not dedicated much documentation to the border areas, their

languages and the teaching of these languages. Nevertheless, such docu-
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mentation does depict particularly rich and propositional reading with the
only weak point being their non-binding nature.¹
The first document to consider border languages was the ‘Recommenda-

tion Rec (2005)3 of the Committee of Ministers on Teaching Neighbouring
Languages in Border Regions’ (Council of Europe 2005), a document which
adopts as principlegoodneighbourly relationships, in the context of conven-
tions and agreements of transborder cooperation, for the means of promot-
ing plurilingualism in a pan-European context. The document takes on the
objective of developing educational language policies by safeguarding or, as
necessary, introducing, the instruction of a neighbour’s language and their
culture. The document’s background is very interdisciplinary, that is, very at-
tentive to the studies that consider border areas from a linguistic, historical,
and political perspective. That includes:

– recommendations which take into account the results from research of
modern languages and fields of language teaching and plurilingual-
ism;

– the emphasis on the value of cultural diversity but also taking into ac-
count the transborder cooperation impeded by such linguistic and cul-
tural diversity;

– theadoptionof aprincipleof goodneighbourliness as abase for amore
free and tolerant Europe;

– examples of a rich experience of transborder educational cooperation
as ‘good practice’ to prepare citizens of a united Europe;

– a cross reference with the European Charter for Regional or Minori-
ty Languages with, in reality, only a reference to Art. 14, dedicated to
transnational cooperation.

Thedocument represents the only European recommendation that specif-
ically takes into account neighbour languages and the importanceofmaster-
ing them. It discusses the importance of:

– stablishing conditions that would allow teaching institutions of trans-
border regions at all levels to safeguard/introduce the teaching of
neighbouring languages;

¹ In fact, Europe includesRecommendations andCommunicationsorCommunicationproposals,
all documents which have the function of guiding member states whilst not obliging them to
accept the proposed actions.
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– encouraging different actors in transborder cooperation in the teach-
ing and language sectors to become involved in transborder coopera-
tion projects;

– trying toestablish language reciprocity,while cooperatingwith aneigh-
bouring country, that would make space for national languages but
also for other languages spoken in the border area involved, be they
regional languages or of the minority community.

The recommendation highlights two important, desirable aspects for bor-
der areas: respect for the diversity of existing languages along the bound-
aries – diversity which is impossible to generalise due to the diverse typolo-
gies of linguistic situations that characterise transborder regions (Klatt 2013)
– and, within the sphere of diversity, the principle of reciprocity, in which it
can be imagined that every country puts into effect every possible strategy
to avoid any possibility of exercising power connected to the status of the
involved languages.
Albert Raasch’s study (2002) Europe, Frontiers and Languages certainly in-

spired the writing of the aforementioned Recommendation. It represents an
analytical and thorough investigation of European border areas and an in-
spiring vision of the role that teaching and learning of a neighbour’s lan-
guage could have in border areas. According to the author, if on one hand
Neighbouring Languages should beunderstood and ‘read’ through the anal-
ysis of their ‘origins, movements, changes and transfers that determine the
way in which people interpret them’ (Raasch 2002, 10), on the other hand
their teaching demonstrates a common will to overcome old barriers.
We consider it important to cite from this study the importance given

to the necessity of developing awareness, mostly among teachers and stu-
dents. It is a matter both of cultural awareness – that is, related to the role of
their territory, of their region, of the importance of mastering the languages
of their territory – and political awareness, in this case referringmostly to the
teachers who have to undertake the responsibility of co-creating meanings
of language education in border areas. The study also points out the necessi-
ty of creating institutional and administrative networks capable of providing
the foundation of learning and teaching specifically adapted to the situation
and to the circumstances of the border, and it indicates cross-border cooper-
ation as a foundational strategy for linguistic education based on close con-
tact.
Another interesting document, of great symbolic value, although not

specifically addressed to border languages, is the study by Amin Maalouf,
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A Rewarding Challenge: How the Multiplicity of Languages Could Strengthen
Europe (European Commission 2007). It reports the proposition of the Eu-
ropean Commission on the necessity of developing ‘bilateral relationships
among the people of the European Union,’ mostly where conflicts have di-
vided adjacent countries. Here we will quote it in full (pp. 16–17):

Europe has arisen from several centuries of conflict between its nations
and primarily between neighbours. Accordingly, to learn the language
of a partner who happens to be a former – enemy is very important,
both for its symbolic value aswell as for its practical advantages. If there
is to begreater cohesionbetween the countries of the EuropeanUnion,
it is not enough for them to simply all belong to the same entity, the bi-
lateral links betweeneach country andeachpartnermust be cemented
by powerful ties based in particular on the special place occupied, for
the citizens of each country, by the language of the other.

Thedocumenthighlights the importanceof learning languagesother than
English, such as neighbouring languages, not for utilitarian criteria but rather
following principles based on ‘cultural affinity’ (personal adoptive language)
in order to improve the quality of relationships in terms of ‘efficiency of ex-
changes’ but also, or evenmore importantly, for ‘the subtlety of human con-
tact’ and to reinforce ‘the intensity and the solidity of people-to-peoplewith-
in our vast European family’ (European Commission 2007, 10).
For the purposes of this essay it is important to refer also to some recent

documents, also redacted by the European Council, of which the first one
– ‘Proposal for a Council Recommendation on a Comprehensive Approach
to the Teaching and Learning of Languages’ (European Commission 2018) –
without solely addressing border areas, promotes their potential by propos-
ing important actions on integration and connection between the specifici-
ties of the border context and thewider context of social and cultural growth
of Europe itself and its citizens, mostly for the purpose of mobility, and start-
ing from transborder areas of language contact. This document, in fact, con-
siders the promotion of competencies capable of responding to the need of
mobility and to an approach thatwould favour a strong connection between
academic learning and experience beyond academia.
A second document entirely dedicated to European border areas – ‘Boost-

ingGrowth andCohesion in EUBorder Regions’ (European Commission 2017)
– presents to us a vision of Europe, through numbers, of its transborder areas
that prompts us to reflect on the situation.
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The border regions within the European Union, according to the docu-
ment, occupy 40 of its territory and represent 30 of the population. It’s
worth stating that this is 150 million people, who generate 30 of Gross Na-
tional Product and are characterised by a dynamic situation of transborder
commuting, above all for professional reasons (European Commission 2017,
2). The document, based on a socio-economic study of border areas, reports
underdevelopment and points towards recovery thanks to actions which in-
clude the strengthening of multilingualism in the same areas.
Border regions aredescribedasplaces inwhich theprocess of European in-

tegration shouldbe seen in aparticularly positiveway, or rather that it should
be possible to carry out daily activities (studying, working, training, provid-
ing care or doing business) independently of the existence of national bor-
ders, but instead it has been identified that ‘the inflexible use of different
languages on both sides of a border increases the administrative burden as
well as hampers meaningful exchanges between public administrations and
individuals’ (European Commission 2017, 13).
Concluding, a useful study for forming a picture of the situation of such

an improvement in multilingual education in the border regions for the pur-
poses of their social and economic emancipation (among others) could be
to verify the application of Recommendation (2005)3 on the instruction of
border languages in border regions, that is, if it has been cited or not among
the reference documents for the construction of local language policies and
neighbouring language curricula.
Europedoesnotonlyhave internal borders, but also several ‘external’ ones,

which put it in contact with nations, ethnicities, and languages which open
towards other cultural realities, not always close by. Here, the historical com-
plexities and intercultural relations andpoliciesmake it all themore complex.
And it is precisely with regard to the complexity of these areas where con-

crete action is still, andmore than ever, necessary for their emancipation, that
we write about the importance of learning and teaching border or neigh-
bouring languages as a potential and necessary instrument for social inte-
gration and intercultural communication and for the necessity of creating
common, shared, and widespread teaching.

Teaching Border Languages in Europe: A General, As Yet Unfeasible
Picture, with Examples of Good Practices

We have tried to refer to a European document which summarises the situ-
ation of language teaching in all member states of the European Union. It
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refers to a redacted report from 2017 from the Eurydice² network entitled
Key Data on Teaching Languages at School in Europe (Eurydice 2017). The re-
port gives information on the languages studied in European schools: what
age students start to study a first and second foreign language, what level
of knowledge the students should reach at the end of compulsory school-
ing, and how linguistic competencies are measured. In the document we
searched for contiguous, border, or neighbouring languages amongst the
categories of languages taught, but they are notmentioned. In the introduc-
tion to the Eurydice Report there is a list of languages that are classified as
official in various Europeancountries, includingminority languagesbutwith-
out distinguishing between regional languages and national ethnicminority
languages situated along the borders. This appears to be new evidence for
the necessity of giving a name to the teaching of neighbouring country lan-
guages which could associate it with a recognisable category which would
allow the recognition of its presence or absence.
Therefore we can, up to this point, state that at the moment it is not pos-

sible to provide a general picture of teaching of border languages at a Eu-
ropean level because this category of linguistic teaching does not exist, al-
though it is very likely that it is practised in a widespread and unregulated
way, as in the examples we report below relative to good practices of neigh-
bouring language teaching and learning.

Border/Neighbour Language Teaching in European and Local
Cross-Border Projects: CICERO, Euregioschool, French Strategy,
Contatti!

If official terminology, scientific studies and the application of European rec-
ommendations show us a glimpse of how much more work there is to be
done, a positive and constructive example of contiguous/border/neighbour
language teaching comes from a single programme that has not only har-
nessed the potential of this type of language teaching but has certainly also
served as guidance for the programmes that have followed.
It is the case of the CICERO project, which was proposed as a coordina-

tion centre for the teaching of border languages at European level, and led
from 2000 to 2003 by Ruud Halink (Netherlands) and by Albert Raasch (Ger-

² The Eurydice network – made up of national units situated in various European countries and
coordinated by the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency EACEA – among its
dutiesworks to understand and explain the organisation and theway inwhich the different Eu-
ropean educational systemswork, providing descriptions of the national systems of education
(see http://ec.europa.eu/eurydice).
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many), Gabriele Schmitz-Schwamborn (Netherlands), Ulrike Schwarz (Ger-
many), and Juri Valge (Estonia), to spread good practices in border language
teaching in the transborder areas of the participating subjects. It was a Eu-
ropean project that provided for the establishment of an online database,
which contained descriptions of the project, practical advice, names of ex-
perts and news which could contribute to improving the knowledge of said
teaching.³
After CICERO and its portal, in the Meuse-Rhine Euroregion in the 2000s,

the Euregioschool project developed under the guidance of some represen-
tatives from the same CICERO project. Euregioschool aims to put schools
situated along the Belgian-German-Netherlands border in touch with each
other to undertake learning activities in the reciprocal language for the de-
velopment and practical application of a model for the acquisition of pre-
cocious languages and to continue through cross-border contact. The stu-
dents’ learning progress is connected to the European reference framework
through their linguistic portfolio and checked methodically.
The Euregioschool uses a trilingual website (German, French, Dutch) and a

Teaching Guide. On the website,⁴ the following text can be found:

The Euregioschool is not a school in the true sense of the word, but
an approach that tries to systematically integrate the teaching of lan-
guages with a partner school in the neighbouring country. By linking
neighbouring language lessonswith anexchange, learningneighbour-
ing languages gains a dimension that is very often lacking in conven-
tional foreign language teaching: authenticity.

It is precisely this concept of authenticity of language learning that brings
together examples of programming here described. The geographical close-
ness of the schools involved in the reciprocal language learning allows com-
municative and genuine relational exchanges, that is a usefulness of the lan-
guage learnt, and an effective co-creation of syllabi derived from the direct
experience of contact between classes. Euregioschool for example, other
than from a methodological perspective, takes on border language teach-
ing with marked attention to curricula and the continuity between primary
and secondary school.

³ The CICERO Project is no longer available online; however, minimal documentation can
still be found in the archives of the European Centre for Modern Languages in Graz
(https://www.ecml.at/Home/tabid/59/language/en-GB/Default.aspx).
⁴ See http://www.euregioschool.eu/de/schulung-lehrer.

55



Irina Moira Cavaion

A second geographical area that has demonstrated both policy and didac-
tic attention towards the teaching of border languages is the region of Saar,
on the border of France andGermany, through the strategy known as French
Strategy.⁵ This is much more than an inter-institutional project. Rather, it is a
very ambitious regional strategy that certainly represents an important point
of reference for other border regions in Europe.
The objective of the French Strategy is to render the Saar region a mul-

tilingual federal state within one generation – before 2043 – or rather that
French, together with other European languages, becomes widely used to-
gether with German as the mother and official language of the state. This
would render the Saar region, where multilingual teaching is already a con-
solidated practice, the only multilingual federal state in Germany. In fact, a
series of bilingual nursery schools and 20 binational and trinational courses
that are offered by the German-French University (DFH/UFA) already exist.
Thanks to the excellent specialist and intercultural education that they re-
ceive, 70 percent of all those who graduate find a job within threemonths in
a transborder area, characterised by many bilingual entrepreneurs (see the
project site mentioned above).
In the south-east of Europe, along the Italian-Slovenian border, in the

coastal area, we can find the project Contatti! which uses a ministerial web-
site, a theoretical framework (Cavaion 2016), a methodological guide (Cava-
ion 2019), and promotes a specific tool for reflection on transborder en-
counters, that is a digital interactive autobiography.⁶ The Contatti! project,
funded by the Slovenia Research Agency (ARRS), is based on the pedagog-
ical model for the teaching of border languages CoBLaLT (Contact-based-
(neighbouring)Language-Learning-and-Teaching) (Cavaion 2016) which en-
visages the learning of an adjacent country’s language through themethod-
ological useof contactwith speakers of that language, in a situationof virtual,
mutual understanding that comes before, prepares, encourages, and accom-
panies the face-to-face meeting, or rather many meetings. The act of really
seeing one another actually reflects the ultimate goal and the motivation-
al lever, both from the perspective of language learning and as a relational
act for the linguistic and intercultural progress and the growth of active cit-
izenship, as carried out through the act of learning each other’s culture and
language.
In this area, despite the fact that the programme of mutual learning mo-

⁵ See https://www.saarland.de/229459.html.
⁶ See http://contatti.si/home.page.
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bilised students, teachers, supervisors, and families, and brought important
positive results in terms of motivation for neighbouring language learning
and in terms of pedagogic innovation (Cavaion 2016; 2019), the project is
hampered by the lack of transborder language policies, more precisely by
the lack of language policy on the Italian side of the border – in the Friuli
Venezia Giulia region – that would potentially emancipate the region and
its citizens through the widespread introduction of teaching its regional and
border languages.

Conclusions

Europe demonstrates that it has taken on both the importance as well as the
presence of programming regarding the teaching of border/neighbouring
country languages in some transborder areas, by promoting policies that in-
clude the category of border languages in documents regarding both the
border areas (Council of Europe 2005; European Commission 2017) and the
global approach of European language education (European Commission
2018).
However, such proposals are not applied or applicable, in part due to the

non-binding nature of the aforementioned documents, but essentially for a
lack of recognition at the single state member level of the concept of a ‘bor-
der/neighbouring country language’ and therefore, also of a conscious and
coherent teaching of these languages. On the other hand, examples of good
practices exist which could serve as a guidance for the foundations of a new
field of study within applied linguistics research.
Opening a scientific debate on the nature and the possible specific me-

thodologies for the instruction of contiguous/border/neighbouring (coun-
try) languages is, in our opinion, urgent. This is more important than ever in
a Europe that is suffering from protectionism that risks frustrating the efforts
of a EuropeanUnion not only based on cultural ethnic linguistic diversity but
inspired by this, enriched for example by the opportunity for social, intercul-
tural, and economic growth that the ethnic-linguistic border crossroads can
offer if they are appreciated in the local educational language policies.
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